
August 1939 SURVEY OF CURRENT BUSINESS 

Recent Developments in Construction 
Activity 

By Samuel 3. Dennis, Chief, Construction and Real Property Section, Division of Economic Research 

DURING the first half of 1939, construction work 
was initiated in large volume in comparison with 

corresponding periods of recent years. The total value 
of construction contracts awarded, as reported by the 
P. W. Dodge Corporation, was 31 percent higher than 
during the first 6 months of 1938, and was larger than 
for any corresponding period since 1931. As Figure 6 
shows, however, the movement of construction contracts 
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Figure 6.—Construction Contracts Awarded in 37 Eastern States, 1935-39. 
(F. W. Dodge Corporation.) 

since the beginning of 1938 has not been continuously 
upward. Recovery from the recession of 1937 began 
in the first quarter of 1938, and the volume of construc­
tion contracts increased withonly minor interruptions 
from February through December. During the first 
few months of this period a seasonal expansion was to 
be expected, and the actual increase was probably of 
about the magnitude of the usual seasonal change. In 
the third quarter, however, the increase was more rapid, 
and continued after a seasonal decline would ordinarily 
have taken place. Until August, the increase was 
shared about equally by public and private work, but 
the subsequent upward movement resulted almost 
whoUy from the expanding volume of contracts awarded 
imder the 1938 Public Works Administration program. 
After December, as the award of contracts under the 
P. W. A. program was brought to completion, the value 
of contracts declined, though exceeding the total for the 
first half of 1938 by a considerable margin. 

In consequence of recent movements, it seems prob­
able that the volume of contracts for the entire year will 
not make nearly so favorable a showing in comparison 
with 1938 as has been made by the first 6 months. In 
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fact, if contract awards during the last 6 months of the 
year merely follow the usual seasonal pattern, starting 
from the present level, it is likely that total contracts 
for the year will increase little, if any, over 1938. A 
substantial increase for the year as a whole will take 
place only if there is a definite increase in the volume of 
new work initiated, after allowance for the usual seasonal 
changes. In any event, an upward movement as large 
and as rapid as that which occurred in the final months 
of 1938 seems improbable. 

The behavior of contracts for residential building 
has resembled to some extent the behavior of total 
contracts. Figure 7 presents data on the value of 
residential contracts, as adjusted for seasonal variation 
by the Board of Governors of the Federal Reserve 
System. This seasonally adjusted series rose sharply 
from January through September 1938, and then rose 
more slowly until March of this year. Siace that time 
there has been no further advance, when allowance is 
made for the usual seasonal changes. For the first 6 
months of 1939, residential contracts have increased 
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Figure 7.—Residential Building Contracts Awarded in 37 Eastern States, 
Adjusted for Seasonal Variation, 1929-39. 

Source: Compiled by the F. W. Dodge Corporation and adjusted for seasonal 
variation by the Board of Qovernors of the Federal Beserve System. 

nearly two-thirds over the first half of 1938. If, 
during the remainder of the year, residential contracts 
should follow the expected seasonal changes, and should 
continue, after adjustment for seasonal variation, the 
recent sidewise movements, the increase for the year 
as a whole would be about half that sho^vn for the first 
6 months. 
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Two sustaining factors in residential construction, 
wliich are likely to make their influence felt in the near 
future, may aid in maintaining the present rate of 
increase. It is probable that contracts for public 
residential construction will be substantially larger 
during the latter part of the year than they were for 
the first 6 months. Under the program of the United 
States Housing Authority work may be started on as 
many as 50,000 family dwelling imits, or about three 
times as many as were started under this program during 
the first half of the year. In addition, a certain amoimt 
of privately financed rental housing which was delayed 
from the first half of the year will go under construction 
in the second half. This latter category includes a 
group of projects to be constructed imder the mortgage 

. insurance program of the Federal Housing Administra­
tion. They were withheld during the consideration of 
amendments to the legislation under which the Federal 
Housing Administration operates, but have since been 
released and construction will probably be started on 
these projects in the autumn. In view of the expan­
sion which will probably come from these two sources, 
especially the first, residential contracts as a whole are 
likely to rise somewhat, after allowance for seasonal 
variation, imless private construction of one-family and 
two-family houses should decline substantially. 

Contracts for most other major types of construc­
tion have shared in the increase from 1938 to 1939, 
though the increase for residential construction has 
been considerably larger than that for any other im­
portant category. Contracts awarded for commercial 
building have increased about 10 percent, comparing 
the first half of 1939 with the first half of 1938, while 
contracts for factory construction have increased 
nearly one-third. In both cases, the volume of work 
initiated so far in 1939 has been substantially less than 
in the first half of 1937, when construction of these two 
types was relatively active. Contract awards for other 
nonresidential building have increased 20 percent, for 
public works 20 percent, and for utilities (both public 
and private) 7 percent. 

Construction Expenditures During the First Half of 1939 

The comparisons given above have been made in 
terms of the value of work started during the period, 
as measured by its expected final cost. Measurements 
of construction may also be made on a different basis— 
that of current construction activity as represented by 
actual expenditures for labor, materials, and other 
items. On this basis, it is probable that the first 6 
months of 1939 made an even more favorable compari­
son with the first 6 months of 1938. Direct measures 
of current construction activity are not available on a 
comprehensive basis for any period shorter than a 
year. However, some indirect indications may be 
derived for certain parts of the construction field. A 
rough estimate for residential construction, based on 

the amount of work started in each month and on an 
approximation of the lag between the start of work and 
its completion, suggests that this type of work was sub-
stantiaUy more active in the first half of 1939 than in 
the corresponding period of 1938.* Similar estimates 
for commercial building and factory construction, on 
the other hand, indicate that the volume of current 
activity for these types of work has been less in 1939 

MILLIONS or DOLLARS 
200 

ISO 

100 

50 

T i t i t i y i i i I n t l . • • ' " ' 

A 
i 1 f t f 1 

1933 1934 1935 1936 1937 1938 1939 

Figure 8.—Reported Project Costs for All Public Works Administration 
Programs, Both Federal and Non-Federal, for which Appropriations 
Were Provided Prior to 1939, By Months, July 1933 Through December 
1939. (Public Works Administration.) 

NOTE.—Heported project costs represent tbe estimated costs of materials in place 
(Including cost of labor performed) and miscellaneous costs for that portion of tbe 
construction project that was completed during the month. This chart shows only 
the reported project costs under programs authorized prior to 1939. Data for April 
through December 1939 are csthnates of tbe Public Works Administration. Figures 
for July 1938-Docember 1930 have been revised since presentation in the May 1939 
issue of the Survey. 

than in 1938.'' These categories are relatively less 
important than residential construction. 

For several types of public construction, estimates of 
current activity rest on a fairly substantial basis. Dur­
ing the first 4 months of 1939, activity in construction 
financed from regular Federal appropriations, which 
excludes work tmder the program of the PubUc Works 
Administration, was roughly 10 percent above the cor-
responduig period of the preceding year, as measured 
by the expenditures for pay roll and materials within 
this period reported to the Bureau of Labor Statistics.' 
During the first half of the year, however, activity in 
State road construction financed wholly from State 
funds (principally maintenance work) was 2 percent 
below the first half of 1938, as measured by pay-roll 
expenditures reported to the same source. For that 
part of all public construction carried on under the 
PubHc Works Administration program, the level of 
activity in 1939 is directly measurable. Figure 8 shows 
the reported project costs of work under this program 

I This computation was based on the number of new dwelling units started in all 
urban areas, as estimated monthly by tbe Bureau of Labor Statistics. 

> This computation was based on F. W. Dodge Corporation figures for contracts 
awarded in 37 eastern States. 

• In this comparison, forestry and shipbuilding have been omitted from the items 
classified by the Bureau of Labor Statistics as construction. 
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from 1933 through March 1939, with estimates up to 
the end of the year. Under requirements of the law 
authorizing the 1938 program, it was necessary that 
all of these projects be started before the end of 1938, 
but no large volume of work was done on them until 

• the last 2 months of the year, and the peak of activity 
is not expected to be reached imtil August of 1939. 
For the first half of 1939 these reported project costs 
are estimated to total about $650,000,000, or more 
than two and one-half times the total for the corre-

- spending period of a year ago. Construction expendi­
tures on Works Progress Administration projects were 
also substantially higher during the first 6 months of 
1939 than in the corresponding period of 1938, increas­
ing from about $520,000,000 to about $650,000,000. 
For the last half of 1939, however, these expenditures 
are likely to decrease. 

Judging by the volume of work, both public and 
private, which has already been started, and by the 
current rate of initiation of new projects, it appears 
likely that a relatively high volume of construction 
activity will continue until at least the end of this year. 
Beyond that time, activity will depend more upon the 
rate at which new work is begun during or after the 
last half of 1939 than upon any events concerning which 
information is now available. 

Revised Estimates for 1938 

The increase in construction activity during the first 
half of 1939 over the corresponding period of the 
previous year continued a rise in construction expendi­
tures that has been iminterrupted, on an annual basis, 

Table 1.—Estimated Value of Private and Public Construction, Including 
New Construction, Maintenance, and Work Relief Construction > 

[Millions of dollars] 

Items 

New construction, total. 
Private 
Public, total 

Non-Federal 
Federal 

Work-relief, Federal 
(public)' 

Maintenance, total.. 
Private . . . 
Public, total 

Non-Federal 
Federal 

Total construction. 
Private 
Public, total 

Non-Federal... 
Federal 

1932 1933 1934 1936 

'3,581 
'.1,767 
'1,794 
31,334 

480 

'1,752 
'1,128 

024 
581 
43 

'5,313 
' 2,896 
'2,418 
'1,915 

503 

'2,307 
'1,091 
'1,210 

'707 
500 

114 

'1,643 
'1,016 

627 
486 
42 

' 3,984 
' 2,107 
'1,867 
' 1,102 

065 

'2,601 
'1,232 
'1,469 

'794 
'065 

578 

'1,793 
' 1,194 

599 
663 
48 

'6,062 
'2,426 
'2,636 
'1,347 
'1,289 

'3,033 
'1,605 
'1,428 

'018 
'812 

406 

2,053 
1,413 

040 
580 
51 

'5,492 
'3,018 
•2,474 
'1,206 
' 1,269 

1930 

'4,705 
'2,661 
'2,164 

'881 
'1,273 

1,130 

'2,462 
'1,742 

710 
064 
50 

»8,287 
> 4,293 
> 3,904 
'1,535 
' 2,469 

1937 1938 

'5,340 
'3,320 
'2,014 

'845 
' 1,169 

775 

'2,672 
'1,854 

'718 
659 
'69 

'8,687 
> 6,189 
'3,507 
'1,604 
»2,003 

> 5,284 
' 3,107 
' 2,157 
'1,080 
'1,088 

'1,202 

' 2,573 
'1,837 

'730 
'674 
'62 

'0,039 
»4,944 
'4,095 
' 1,783 
' 2,332 

> Figures for 1916-31, substantially comparable with those presented above, are 
shown in tables 3a, 4, 6, and 6, pp. 10 to 24 inclusive, in Domestic Commerce Series 
No. 00, Construction Activity in the United States, 1015-37, published by the Bureau 
of Foreign and Domestic Commerce. 

' Revised. 
> Work-relief not elsewhere Included. See table 7. 

since 1933. Activity in 1938 was the highest since 
1930; although it was less than two-thirds of the aver­
age for the years 1926-28—the post-war peak. These 
comparisons are based on the revised estimates of 
construction activity for 1938 prepared by the Bureau 

of Foreign and Domestic Commerce, which are pre­
sented in some detail in the accompanying tables.* 

The revised estimates bear out the preliminary data 
in indicating that total activity, including maintenance 
and work rehef, was greater in 1938 than in 1937. The 
business recession that began in 1937, which is clearly 
apparent in monthly figures for construction work 
started (see figs. 6 and 7), is refiected in annual data 
on construction activity in the form of a change in the 
composition of the total, rather than as an actual 
decline. Certain important segments of construction 
activity shared in the general business recession. Ex­
penditures for private construction as a whole were less 
in 1938 than in 1937, and total construction expendi­
tures increased only because the expansion in pubhc 
construction more than counterbalanced the contraction 
in private work. 

Table 2.—Estimated Value of New Private Construction, by Principle Uses 
or Functions of Projects ' (Excluding Public Utility Construction) 

IMillions of dollars] 

Uses or functions 

Residential (nonfarm) 

Religious and memorial 
Educational.. 
Social and recreational 
Hospital and institutional-. 

Total nonresidential 

Deduct nonresidential 
building by utilities 

Total private nonresi­
dential building»... 

Farm construction (includes 

Total private con-

1932 

041 

'263 
'78 
'40 
'49 
'64 
'32 
'28 

'681 

22 

'539 

125 

'1,305 

1033 

314 

'135 
'128 
'25 
J17 
'27 
'16 
>20 

'367 

10 

'367 

175 

'846 

1034 

272 

'167 
'173 
'22 
'34 
'31 
'15 
'23 

'464 

11 

'453 

200 

'925 

1935 

533 

'204 
'130 
'25 
'37 
'27 
'11 
'21 

'402 

12 

'450 

284 

'1,267 

1936 

1,101 

'268 
'222 
'32 
'61 
'49 
'20 
'21 

'674 

16 

'058 

328 

»2,087 

1937 

1,393 

'386 
'391 
'42 
'40 
'59 
'27 
'17 

'982 

20 

'933 

380 

' 2,886 

1938 

'31,609 

339 
221 
49 
42 
74 
34 
28 

786 

24 

'762 

'330 

»2,007 

• Figures for 1916-31, substantially comparablo with those presented above, are 
shown in table 1, p. 12, Domestic Commerce Series No. 99, Construction Activity In 
the United States, 1916-37, published by the Bureau of Foreign and Domestic 
Commerce. 

' Revised. 
> Excludes all public utility construction. 

The decrease in private construction was much larger 
for new work than for maintenance. Moreover, there 
were marked differences in behavior between new 
residential building and construction of types more 
closely related to current business activity. Ex­
penditures for new residential construction increased 8 
percent in 1938 as compared with 1937; meanwhile, 
expenditures for new commercial building fell 12 per­
cent and for new factory building 43 percent. New 
construction by pubUc utilities also was lower. Railroad 
construction, responding to a sharply reduced volume 
of traffic and to large reductions in income, decreased 
40 percent to a point only sUghtly above the low totals 
for 1933 and 1935. On the other hand, construction 

«Preliminary estimate? tor 1938 were published in Construction Trends in tbe 
United States, 1937 and 1938, by Harold Wolklnd, SURVEY OF CUKRENT BUSINESS, 
December 1938. For annual figures back to 1915, and for a complete discussion of 
tbe concepts, scope, limitations, and sources of the estimates, refer to Construction 
Activity in the United States, 1915-37, published by the Bureau of Foreign and 
Domestic Commerce as Domestic Commerce Series No. 99, copies of which may bo 
purchased from the Superintendent of Documents for 15 cents each. 
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by electric-power producers and distributors increased 
over 1937, and construction by telephone and telegraph 
companies, while less than in 1937, decreased by a rela­
tively small amount. For both the electric-power and 
telephone companies the volume of business and the 
rate of earnings in 1938 were not far below the levels of 
the previous year. 

Table 3.—Estimated Value of New Public-Utility Construction, by 
Principal Uses or Functions of Projects ' (Private Ownership Only) 

[Millions of dollars] 

Uses or functions 

Light and power production and dls-

Oas production and distribution . 
Telephone and telegraph communlca-

Total 

1932 

139 
29 

'37 

121 
50 

86 

'462 

1933 

94 
21 
'7 

52 
20 

46 

'245 

1934 

128 
30 

'12 

57 
32 

48 

'307 

1936 

110 
40 

'20 

73 
36 

63 

'338 

1936 

149 
45 

«41 

108 
64 

67 

'464 

1037 

199 
39 

»67 

172 
68 

105 

'040 

1038 

110 
41 
21 

182 
45 

92 

'600 

> Comparable figures for 1015-31, inclusive, are shown in table 2, p. 14, Domestic 
Commerce Series No. 99, Construction Activity in the United States, 1916-37, 
published by the Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce. 

1 Eervised. 

Expenditures for new construction by governmental 
agencies increased about 7 percent, largely in conse­
quence of the policy of using expanded public expendi­
tures to promote recovery from the business recession 
that began in 1937. Some of this increase reflects the 
1938 program of the Public Worlts Administration, 
which was started about the middle of the year; though, 
as indicated above, the full effect of the P. W. A. 
program on actual expenditures for construction was 
not felt during 1938. Also, the expansion of construc­
tion operations by the Works Progress Administration 
probably contributed some small amount to this 
increase in the figures for new construction, despite 
the fact that most of the expenditures on Worlcs 
Progress Administration projects are included in a 
separate category of the estimates (see table 7). Finally, 
some part of the increase is probably associated with the 
better fiscal position of State and local governments 
which resulted from the improvement in business 
activity and individual incomes in 1936 and 1937. 
The priacipal increases in new public construction, 
whether as a result of the P. W. A. program or of other 
factors, were in highway construction and educational 
building. The expansion in military and naval con­
struction, while small in comparison with increases in 
other items, brought construction for this purpose to the 
highest level since 1920. 

The possibilities of immediate expansion in public 
construction are much greater in public worlds of the 
type carried on by the Worlcs Progress Administration 
than in construction of the types appearing in the 
P. W. A. program or in regular construction budgets. 
Between 1937 and 1938, construction expenditures by 
the Works Progress Administration increased by almost 
one-half, and accounted for about three-quarters of the 
total increase in public construction. How these 

expenditures were distributed between new construction 
and maintenance is not Imown in detail; though, as has 
already been pointed out, about 10 percent of these work-
relief expenditures for construction are included in our 
estimates of new construction. It is probable that a 
further part of the Works Progress Administration 
construction is actually new work, which should be 
included in the figures for new construction to arrive 
at a complete total. Taking this into account, it 
seems likely that expenditures for new pubKc construc­
tion increased between 1937 and 1938 by a somewhat 
larger amount than is shown in these estimates. The 
extent of the change in the physical volume of work 
done, however, as distinct from the change in the 
amount of expenditures, is not so clear, because of the 
difficulty of evaluating work-reUef construction in 
comparison \vith other types of public construction. 

Table 4.—Estimated Value of New Public Construction by Principal Uses 
or Functions of Projects > (Excluding Work-Relief Construction) 

[Millions of dollars] 

Uses or functions 

Public buildings 

Hospital and institu-

Social and recreational.. 

Total nonresiden­
tial building.... 

Military and naval 
Conservation and de­

velopment (Federal).. 
Miscellaneous public 

service enterprises 
All other Federol. 

Total new public 
construction 

1932 

916 
69 
87 

'178 
'133 

'76 
'29 

'408 

34 

139 

'135 
0 

'1,704 

1933 

075 
34 
47 

'09 
'44 

'35 
'13 

'191 

36 

108 

'01 
4 

'1,210 

1934 

821 
>54 
'62 

'43 
>82 

'34 
>21 

• 180 

1 
47 

'246 

'41 
8 

'1,469 

1936 

622 
>68 
'69 

'73 
' i l l 

'30 
'25 

'239 

9 
37 

'317 

'69 
8 

'1,428 

1930 

870 
'116 
'93 

'120 
'287 

'01 
>46 

'521 

61 
29 

'336 

116 
7 

'2,154 

1937 

'848 
'106 
'70 

1112 
'220 

'63 
'40 

'440 

93 
«37 

'300 

'09 
10 

'2,014 

1938 

900 
06 
90 

124 
291 

79 
49 

542 

32 
62 

314 

100 
22 

' 2,157 

1 Comparablo flgures for 1016-31, inclusive, are shown in table 3, p. 18, Domestic 
Commerce Series No. 99, Construction Activity in tbe United State.',, 1016-37, 
published by the Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce. 

' Revised. 

Table 5.—Estimated Value of New PubUc Construction, by Ultimate Source 
of Funds and by Ownership ' (Excluding Work-Relief Construction) 

[Millions of dollars] 

Item 

I. Ultimate source of 
funds:' 

Total public funds 
Non-Federal funds-
Federal funds, total. 

Federal projects 
Federal-aid to 

highways 
P. W. A. gronts...< 
Work-relief in­

cluded in table 4. 
II. Ownership: 

Total public ownor-
shlp--

i-Fe Non-Federal own. 
ership, total 

Municipal 
State and county.. 

Federal ownership 

1932 1933 

'1,794 
> 1,334 

460 

177 

'1,794 

'1,511 
»061 
»860 

283 

'1,210 
'707 

500 
312 

195 
2 

'1,210 

'904 
'301 
'003 

312 

1934 

'1,469 
'794 
'605 
'368 

253 
44 

'1,459 

»1,091 
»327 
'764 
'368 

1936 1936 1937 1938 

•1,428 
'610 
'812 
»427 

256 
104 

26 

»1,428 

'1,001 
'387 
'014 
'427 

» 2,164 
'881 

'1,273 
'501 

288 
324 

160 

'2,164 

> 1,653 
•676 
•978 
'501 

•2,014 
•846 

•1,109 
'624 

•289 
236 

120 

'2,014 

•1,490 
'013 
•877 
'624 

• 2,157 
•1,089 
•1,068 

'518 

223 
192 

136 

' 2,167 

•1,839 
'712 
•927 
•618 

> Comparable flgures for 1915-31, inclusive, are shown In table 3a, p. 19, Domestic 
Commerce Series No. 99, Construction Activity in the United States, 1916-37, 
published by the Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce. 

' Federal funds include expenditures for Federal projects and Federal grants (but 
not Federal loans) to States and localities for construction purposes. Non-Federal 
funds include amotmts raised by State." and localities from current taxation and from 
borrowings (whether from private investors or from tbe Federal Qovernment). 

• Revised. 

file:///vith
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In 1938, for the first time in 4 years, new Federal 
construction expenditures (excluding loans to State and 
local governments for construction purposes but in­
cluding grants for this use) were smaller than new 
construction expenditures to be met from funds of 
State and local governments. New Federal construc­
tion expenditures (as so defined), however, were higher 
than in any year prior to 1936 except 1918 and 1919, 
when expenditures for war projects were very large. 
On the other hand, new pubUc construction to be 
financed from funds of State and local governments 
(whether these funds were raised by current taxation or 
were borrowed from private investors or from the Fed­
eral Government) was still less than half of the average 
for the period 1927-31, though it was approximately 50 
percent higher than in 1933. In large part, this great 
reduction in new construction expenditures to be met 

Table 6.—Estimated Expenditures for the Maintenance of Fixed Works and 
Structures > 

[Millions of dollar.s] 

Item 

Light and power 
Telephone and tele-

Qas 

Rivers and harbors 
Water supply and sew-

Buildings, . residential 
and nonresidential 

Total 

1932 

360 
62 
44 

60 
6 

'18 
458 

34 

70 

650 
'1,762 

1933 

332 
47 
40 

66 
6 

'17 
378 

34 

63 

570 
'1,543 

1934 

376 
62 
45 

60 
8 

• '19 
433 
36 

66 

700 

'1,703 

1935 

404 
53 
48 

62 
11 
19 

449 
38 

69 

900 

2,053 

1030 

467 
72 

'56 

67 
10 
21 

488 
39 

73 

1,170 

'2,452 

1037 

504 
63 

'63 

08 
13 
20 

485 
'41 

75 

1,240 

'2,572 

1938 

500 
69 
65 

70 
14 
20 

600 
46 

75 

1,226 

'2,573 

> Comparable figures for 1015-31, inclusive, are sbown in table 5, p. 22, Dom&itic 
Commerce Series No. 00, Construction Activity in the United States, 1916-37, 
published by the Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce. 

' Revised. 

Table 7.—Estimated Work-Relief Expenditures for Construction Purposes i 

[Millions of dollars] 

Type of work 

Construction not included in 
table 4 ' 

Public buildings 

Electric utilities 

Construction Included in table 4 ' . . 

Work-re l i e f construction 
total 

1932 1933 

114 

67 
16 

2 

1 
6 

20 

4 

114 

1934 

678 

354 
67 

15 

7 
22 
96 

17 

678 

1935 

400 

243 
30 
1 

44 
7 
4 

16 
46 
4 

12 

25 

431 

1936 

1,130 

068 
86 
2 

94 
73 
4 

41 
123 
50 

160 

1,200 

1937 

775 

460 
65 
1 

48 
62 
4 

35 
86 
34 

120 

805 

1938 

1,202 

805 
70 
3 

58 
49 
4 

45 
122 
40 

136 

1,337 

> Includes estimated construction expenditures of the Civil Works Administration' 
the Federal Emergency Relief Administration, the Works Progress Administration 
and the Civilian Conservation Corps. Includes both new work and maintenance. 
Excludes expenditures for educational, professional, and clerical projects and other 
projects not considered to involve construction. For a fuller explanation, see Tables 
53 ond 64, Domestic Commerce Series No. 99, Construction Activity in the United 
States, 1915-37, published by the Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce. 

' The flgures here presented for several of the categories have been reduced below 
those appearing in the Treasury Department reports. This reduction has been made 
to avoid double counting for certain construction which is included in Table 4 and 
to omit items that are not considered to be construction. The categories concerned, 
and the proportion of tbe total here included, are as follows: public buildings, one-
half; housing, one-half; public recreational facilities, one-third. 

' Estimated amounts of work-relief construction Included in the data for nonresi­
dential building contracts awarded, as reported by tbe F. W. Dodge Corporation, 
which are used as the basis for the estimates of nonresidential building in Table 4. 
Work-relief construction included in Table 4 cannot bo separated from the totals 
there shown and a distribution of this work by type is not available. 

from non-Federal funds has been coimterbalanced by 
Federal grants to States and locahties for construction 
purposes and by direct Federal construction of projects 
to be owned and used by the local governments. New 
construction expenditures on works to be owned by 
States and locahties (whether financed by non-Federal 
or by Federal funds) were about 35 percent less in 1938 
than in the peak year 1930, and only about 30 percent 
less than the average between 1927 and 1931. When 
allowance is niade for those new construction expendi­
tures on W.' P. A. projects which are excluded from 
the figures just cited, it seems quite probable that ex­
penditures for new construction work to be owned by 
States and localities were substantially as high in 1938 
as in any previous year, with the possible exception of 
1930. 

Description of Revisions 

Data presented in tables 1 to 7 contain revisions resulting from 
a number of causes. In tlie first place, many of the data for 
1938, and a few of tlie figures for tlie years 1935 to 1937, liave 
been revised on tlie basis of more complete figures from primary 
sources which have become available since the preliminary esti­
mates were prepared. In addition, other revisions have been 
made either as a result of changes in the classifications used in the 
basic sources or as a result of the appUcation of new methods to 
the same data used in previous estimates. 

The estimates for all categories of nonresidential building, 
both public and private, have been revised because of reclassi­
fication of the basic data. Several changes have been made 
by the F. W. Dodge Corporation in the classification of their 
figures on contracts awarded, which constitute the basis for our 
estimates of this type of work. First, a few types of construc­
tion, including mainly park construction other than buildings, 
have been dropped from the category of social and recreational 
nonresidential building. Second, terminal buildings for rail­
roads, bus lines, and air lines, which were not formerly included 
in nonresidential buildings, have been shifted into this category 
and together with a miscellaneous group (formerly distributed 
among various other types) constitute "Miscellaneous nonresi­
dential building." Third, some shifts of individual projects 
have been made from one type of nonresidential building to 
another. The estimates presented in tables 2 and 4 for nonresi-
.dential building have accordingly been revised, beginning with 
1932. 

The estimates for nonresidential building have been further 
revised by changing the method of computation beginning with 
1932. Previously, construction expenditures in any year were 
estimated from annual figures for work started, adding one-half 
of the estimated work started in the preceding year and one-half 
of the work started in the year in which the actual construction 
activity is assumed to have taken place.^ However, because of 
the large volume of contracts awarded in the various P. W. A. 
programs in the last few months of each of the years 1933, 
1935, and 1938, this method of estimate has in these years 
yielded rather unsatisfactory results. In general, it has tended 
to ascribe too much activity to the years 1933, 1935, and 1938, 
and too little to the years 1934, 1936, and 1939. The new 
method is intended to make a more precise allowance for the 
lag between the start of work and the actual expenditures, 
especially in these years of unusual changes; though in more 
normal years it yields substantially the same results as the 
former method. In this new method, the assumption has been 

'For factory building, tbe fractions used were one-third and two-thirds, 
respectively. 
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made that expenditures are evenly distributed over a 12-month 
period beginning at the middle of the month in which the con­
tract was awarded. Thus, the value of contracts awarded in 
each month has been distributed over that month and each of 
the following 12 months, giving one twenty-fourth of the total 
amount to the first month, two twenty-fourths to each of the 
next 11 months, and one twenty-fourth to the final month. 
The estimate for each calendar year was then arrived at by 
adding all of the amounts assigned to months within that 
year.' The same adjustments for partial coverage of the 
Dodge contract data were made as in the original estimates. 
I t has been possible to test this method by applying it to monthly 
data for P. W. A. contracts awarded and by comparing the 
results with known annual figures on P. W. A. reported project 
costs. For these data and for this period, the method indicated 
yielded satisfactory results. 

A further change in the estimates of several of the types of 
nonresidential building has been in the method of dividing the 
total work between public and private construction. The dis­
tribution used in our former estimates for the years 1935 and 
1936 was based on the ratio of public to private contracts during 
the year in question, as reported by the F. W. Dodge Corpora­
tion. This ratio, however, like the estimate of total expenditures, 
was adversely affected by the bunching of P. W. A. contracts 
at the end of several calendar years. In the present estimates, 
this difficulty has been largely overcome by using for any year 
the average of the ratio for the year in question and that for the 
preceding year. 

The revision in the estimate for residential construction for 
1938 has been due partly to utilization of basic data for 12 

• For example, tbe estimate for 1938 includes Hi of the amount of contracts 
awarded in January 1937, f̂ « of the amount in February 1937, H* of the amount in 
March 1937, and so on, including '%i of the amount in December 1937, 'Hi of the 
amount in January 1938, 'H* of the amount in February 1938, and so on to ^t of 
tbe amount in December 1938. For factory building, the contract values were dis­
tributed over 9 months Instead of 12, and tbe fractions used were correspondingly 
different. 

months, in place of data for 9 months used in the original esti­
mate. The estimate for residential construction continues, as 
in the past, to be based on building-permit data compiled by the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics. 

Two further revisions have been made, both of them in items 
which are small in proportion to the total volume of construction. 
The estimates for municipal public-service enterprises have been 
revised for the years 1932 through 1935. This revision consists of 
deduction of the construction expenditures of the New York City 
subway system, which, because of inaccurate description of the 
underlying data, had been included twice for.these 4 years. 

The other minor revision has been in the estimates of pipe-line 
construction, which have been revised for the period beginning 
with 1932. In the figures previously published, pipe-line con­
struction was estimated from data for the pipe-line companies 
reporting to the Interstate Commerce Commission, using as the 
basis for the estimate the charges to the appropriate investment 
accounts. I t has become evident, however, that charges to these 
investment accounts represent in many cases merely purchases or 
sales of existing property or accounting transfers. In arriving at 
the revised estimates presented in table 3, therefore, the charges 
to the investment accounts have been adjusted by making allow­
ance for those charges which did not arise from construction 
activity. Where the charge was clearly an accounting transfer 
or was the result of a purchase of existing property, it has been 
excluded. Where the charge was clearly associated with new 
construction, or where there was no evidence to the contrary, it 
has been included in the estimates. The transition from con­
struction expenditures by companies reporting to the Interstate 
Commerce Commission to construction expenditures for all 
companies in the United States has been made in the same man­
ner as in the original estimates. I t is probable that the resulting 
estimates are still somewhat indirect and are subject to error, with 
respect both to the amount of construction and to its timing. 
However, the new figures should be more satisfactory than the 
original estimates, and should suffice to give at least a rough idea 
of the level and fluctuations of pipe-line construction. 


